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WENTY-FOUR years ago, at the
age of 51, Italian textile engineer
Giovanni Autunno came to India
to set up the Benetton chain of

stores. But things didn’t work out and
after a business disagreement with the
Indian partners, Autunno returned to
Italy, only to come back to India to marry
the Indian lady he had fallen in love with.

His early retirement was interrupted
when Little Italy, then a single outlet in
Juhu, asked him to be the face of their
restaurant. What they didn’t count on was
that the burly Italian, whose family had
been in the restaurant business for gener-
ations and who maintains that tomato
ragu, not blood, flows in his veins, would
take over the kitchen.

Though Autunno was aghast at the idea
of having to cook vegetarian food, he
transformed Little Italy into one of the
best Italian restaurants in the city. His

contribution was duly noted, and in 1999
he received the Best Chef award from the
Italian President in Rome while Little Italy
won the Best Vegetarian award the same
year. Today, his restaurant Don Giovanni is
considered to be the best fine-dining
Italian stand-alone restaurant in Mumbai.

ACCIDENTAL TOURISTS
Autunno’s story is the story of most for-
eigners who’ve entered the restaurant
industry in India. Most came for a com-
pletely different purpose, but suddenly
found an untapped market that was open
to new ideas and influences. Yasser Ali for
instance, an American of Indian origin,
arrived in India with the intention of doing
social work. When that didn’t work out
and he discovered the potential for gelato,
he and a few partners set up the gourmet
gelato chain Amore.

Very few foreigners came to India with

the intention of working in a restaurant.
For Gianfrancesco Perrone, the move was
planned but the position of General
Manager of Casa Mia serendipitously fell
into his lap. The London-based journalist
and his Indian wife had already decided to
return to India when a friend offered
Perrone a job. He was launching a new
venture jointly with an Italian chain of
restaurants. “Most stand-alones don’t
have an Italian connection,” Perrone says,
explaining why he chose to get involved.

While many five-star hotels had started
hiring expat chefs and managers by the
’80s, there were barely two or three for-
eigners working outside the hotel circuit
even until the turn of the century. This
was because most restaurants were run
and patronised by families, and usually

Variety
They all came to India

with a dream. But
these expats ended up
in Mumbai’s kitchens

by Antoine Lewis
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WHAT I
WANTED WAS
TO MAKE
REAL ITALIAN
FOOD
— GIOVANNI
AUTUNNO,
Don Giovanni

FOREIGN
LEGION

A
ARTI DALMIA and her hus-
band were very excited when
they hatched a plan to spend a
long weekend with their

friends at their house at Palghar outside
the city. But once they arrived at their
bungalow, they were faced with a rude
awakening. “The interior was thick with
dust,” explains Aarti, “There was an awful
smell from the furniture and the water in
the taps was a funny colour. My husband
and I were so embarrassed – we spent the
whole day cleaning the house while our
friends and their kids tried to relax in the
garden. Eventually, we couldn’t take it any
more and went back to the city.”

Like Dalmia, other owners of weekend
properties are realising that it’s not
enough to achieve your dream of building
a cottage or bungalow outside the city.
Taking care of that property – right from
the beginning – and making the right
choices about its maintenance and
upkeep is very important too.

BUILDING BLOCKS
Anosh Elavia, whose family has owned a
bungalow in Panchgani since 1998, is of
the opinion that planning for the mainte-
nance of the weekend property should
start when it is being built. “Don’t build
your bungalow using methods that local
builders aren’t familiar with,” he cautions.
As an example, Elavia mentions the
use of RCC cement – builders in rural
areas are usually more familiar with the
use of just bricks and mortar – and not
concealing your wires. “The construction
should be of the sort that local people can
maintain,” he explains, “or you will find
that when things need to be repaired,
you’ll need to call in workers from the city
and that will cost a lot of money.”

It’s also not a good idea to use wood for
your windows and doors. According to
Elavia, “In a dry climate, wood expands
and contracts, so you could have prob-
lems locking your doors. Aluminium win-
dows and doors would be best in this situ-
ation.” William Pereira, who owns a week-
end home at Khadavali outside Mumbai,
adds, “When heat gets trapped inside a
locked house, it can also cause cracks to
develop in the walls.”

To discourage pests, Elavia suggests
adding a mix of charcoal and glass to the
concrete floor layer. Other tips include,
“Building the house at a level slightly
higher than ground level helps if you are

in a region prone to heavy rainfall, and a
sloping roof is a good idea too.”

Architect Milind Pai counsels that
weekend home owners should be most
careful of their properties during the
monsoon. “That is when properties can
get damaged the most, especially those in
hill stations,” he says, adding, “Water-
proofing and roofing should be top priori-
ties at this time. Make sure there are no
leakages or whatever work you have done
inside the house will be negated.” For
homes by the sea, Pai cautions that salt
can corrode metals and electronics.

FURNISH IT RIGHT
When it comes to furnishing the house,
aim for minimal possessions. Says Elavia,
“Generally, a lot of people bring over old
furniture from their city home – steel
cupboards and such.” Architect and sec-
ond home owner Pratiksha Neel Shah
agrees, adding, “There’s generally no need
for a lot of storage, so furnish the house
with basic furniture and don’t bring in
any expensive pieces or gadgets.”

For electronics, Elavia recommends
switching off the fridge and other gadgets
when you leave. “That’s because the
power supply is both erratic and of poor
quality as compared to urban areas.” He
adds, “Having stabilisers is also a must,
and also, unplug and put away your phone
when you leave so there are no chances of
it being misused.”

Architect Milind Pai says, “Use the
right materials so that moss and fungi do
not develop on the furniture. Laminates,
for example, are a better option than
actual wood. Don’t use natural fabrics for
your curtains or lighter colours for your
upholstery.” Shah cautions against fur-
nishing the house with cane furniture.
“It’s a preferred option because it’s light
and comfortable,” she says, “but it can
also harbour bedbugs.” Shah adds, “Also,
get dust covers made to protect all your
possessions if you can afford it. If you
have a pool, it’s best to drain and cover it
before you leave so that it does not
become a breeding ground for mosqui-
toes and other insects.”

A THING OF JOY
Still, despite the struggle, the effort is
worth it, say home owners. According to
William Pereira, “A weekend home is not
really an investment, because at the out-
set, you just keep on pumping money into
it and get no returns. But it does have the
potential to become a home away from
home. The joy of watching the seeds you
plant grow and bear fruit is wonderful.
And it can be a great place to spend quali-
ty time with the family without the dis-
tractions of TV and phone.”

mignonne.dsouza@hindustantimes.com

Spaces

Home truths
It’s every city dweller’s dream to have a
weekend home – but owning one comes

with its own set of dos and don’ts
by Mignonne Dsouza

BEFORE
YOU BUY
■ Before finalising any
deal, make sure the title
of the land is clear.

■ Buying a plot in a co-
operative society may
be better than a stand-
alone one (especially if
you won’t be able to visit
your house that often)
since the former usually
comes with the services
of a caretaker.

■ Ensure the plot is not
beyond a two to two-
and-a-half hour drive
from your home (not
counting traffic).

■ Check availability of
water and test the soil if
you plan to have a
proper garden/nursery.
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MANY PEOPLE LIKE
CANE FURNITURE,

BUT IT CAN
HARBOUR BEDBUGS

GARDEN GYAN
If you’re serious about having a
garden at your weekend home,
do a soil test before buying the
property, and make sure the
house has access to water.
These are the two essentials,
explains William Pereira, whose
one-acre plot boasts 12-14 fruit
trees and a variety of vegetables
as well. Also budget for hiring a
gardener and the costs of buying
seeds, pesticides and compost,
he adds.

HOUSE PROUD
Anosh Elavia (above) in front of his Panchgani
house; William Pereira’s Khadavali home (left)
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Earlier, it was a visit to a palliative care centre for Tharoor. In
this place of pain and sadness, Shashi of the Sorrows seems to
come into his own. He is genuinely at ease among the patients,
mostly suffering from terminal cancers, reassuring them and
chatting with their families. They ask for nothing, but he offers
help, his cousin Sharad who runs his office taking down details.
The nurses look at him with covetous eyes as he swishes past in
starched splendour. In between, he stops to chatter in Bengali to
a doctor from Kolkata. “I grew up in Kolkata,” he says almost
apologetically while the doctor looks dazed with happiness.

In the evening, the rich and powerful of the city have gathered
in a tony hotel. The Spanish ambassador Ion de la Riva who has
come for the Barcelona festival spearheaded by Tharoor, drops
in, his dark, brooding good looks adding to the glamour quotient
of the evening. The event is a Thiruvananthapuram Citizens’
Action Network (T-Can) or as the MP puts it modestly, “Tharoor-
Can” initiative that seeks to upgrade the decaying capital to make
it a world class destination. While the congregation listens to
Tharoor’s mellifluent tones, the appam pans warm up in the
background.

Several worthies are spurred to oratorical heights by the pres-
ence of the MP and the Spanish diplomat. Thiruvananthapuram
must be the next Bali, no Krabi, no Barcelona, says a spirited
gent who is clearly as well travelled as he is eloquent. Ion de la
Riva pours cold water on this peroration by chiding him and
telling him to capitalise on Thirvananthampuram’s unique quali-
ties. And what are these, you may well ask. Its immensely intelli-
gent people, its unbeatable location and, of course, its man-on-
the-move MP, says de la Riva. Tharoor accepts this without
demur.

He is trying to build more roads, bridges, a homegrown Bono
come to the aid of his people. So what about a spot of leisure?

“Oh there is no time for that,” he says somewhat joyously. But,
when he can he listens to classical music and watches movies. “I
used to read a 100 books a year, now I just read when I can.” At
his mother’s well-appointed home in Thiruvananthapuram with

its Burma teak carvings and eclectic décor,
he works next to a gigantic Ayurvedic
massage table and his cross trainer. A
quick round through the wringer with his
trainer, a vigorous massage and he is ready
for breakfast. It is always idlis and an
incendiary chutney made of onions and
chillis.

“I used to make this even during my UN
days,” says the man who enjoys a good
wine and single malt.

On another occasion, we are at the Flora
Family Home, a restaurant close to the
rainswept Arabian seaboard. A bizarre
meal materialises, the star of which is gobi
mutter, not a well known Kerala delicacy.
As Tharoor struggles to eat a soggy ice-
cream for dessert, he is set upon by diners
nearby. They are a doctor couple from
Gujarat on holiday with their children.
Immediately, the discontent with the drip-
ping ice-cream melts, and he becomes
Shashi of the Smiles.

Was it all too sudden for him? The first
time voter, the first time MP and instant
ministership? In the Medici-like world of
Indian politics, this cannot have won him
too many friends. He is circumspect on
this but it is no secret that many in the
establishment ensured that the negative
spotlight stayed focused on him. “I had an
advantage as a minister especially in the
Francophone countries as I can speak

French,” he says. He is a believer in morality in foreign policy. “It
is in our enlightened self-interest to stand for certain values. But
foreign policy is all about flexibility and adaptability.”

At this point, as if fearing more questions about the Brutuses
who may have stabbed him in his Savile Row-clad back, he
changes the topic to that of an island off the Thiruvanantha-
puram coast that was accessible only by a rope-raft, a dangerous
contraption prone to toppling over. Fed up by bureaucratic
delays, Tharoor sprung the cash for a boat from his Chandran
Tharoor foundation, named after his father. “He was my hero, I
really looked up to him.”

At home he is his Mummy’s boy, fussed over and chastised in
equal measure by her. The matriarch Tharoor is immensely

proud of her patrician son. “Have you come to write about his
girlfriend?” she asks with disarming candour. I assure her that
this is not so. She warms up and tells me about Tharoor’s sisters,
who are apparently super-achievers too like her son who got his
Ph.D from the US at the age of 22. “My children don’t really know
Kerala culture, never having grown up here. But they fit in when
they are here,” says the mother of the MP from Kerala’s most
prestigious constituency. She is none too pleased by his
Ayurvedic inclinations at home. “I don’t like the smells of all this
medicated oil.” Sharad tells me that the Ayurvedic ministrations
have done Tharoor a world of good.

The son of the soil image does not fit Tharoor despite his love
for avial and appams and his appreciation of Malayalam films. He
will never be able to master the marbles-in-the-mouth Mallu
accent nor wade elbow deep into the Kerala sadhya. “I will be
here more and more though I will keep my base in Delhi since I
have to attend Parliament,” he says. Home in Delhi is near Lodi
Gardens, a place where he hopes he can be partly rooted after a
nomadic life in the UN.

On the promontory, the monsoonal tempest whirls around
Tharoor. For a moment, I imagine he is Moses about to part the
sea and walk to a promised land. Far away, the lights on ocean
liners blink like fireflies. The tide roars impotently in the wind as
Tharoor makes for his car. He might have just stepped out of the
changing rooms of the Ritz in Paris if it were not for the lungi-
clad gaggle of fishermen crowding around him. “I wonder when
I’ll ever get home today,” says Shashi of the Sighs.

brunchletters@hindustantimes.com

C O V E R S T O R Y

‘THERE IS
NO TIME FOR

LEISURE. I
USED TO
READ A

HUNDRED
BOOKS A

YEAR, NOW I
JUST READ

WHEN I CAN’

FAMILY TIES
The matriarch Tharoor is
immensely proud of her

patrician son

OUCH!
A workout is part of
Tharoor’s routine in

Thiruvananthapuram

served Indian food or Indianised Chinese.
There was no need of foreign chefs, for
there were neither international cuisines
being offered nor was there variety in
terms of the types of restaurants.

When Autunno joined Little Italy
around 1994, the only specialty Italian
restaurant in the city was Trattoria at the
Taj President, though continental restau-
rants would serve a few Indianised Italian
dishes. Autunno’s culinary background
helped him recreate non-vegetarian
flavours using vegetarian ingredients
without compromising on the traditional
tastes and identity of the food. “What I
wanted was to make real Italian food,” he
says explaining that chopped brinjals were
sautéed hard to recreate the taste of
bacon in the Spaghetti Amatriciana and
fried arbi was used to substitute the taste
of beef marrow for the Risotto Milanaise.
What Autunno brought, and had been
missing all along, was a deep knowledge
and expertise in an international cuisine.

TASTING NOTES
By the middle of the last decade, however
the stand-alone restaurant scene had
changed completely. While most new
restaurants chose to be within the safe
mid-priced segment, a few had emerged
that were sophisticated enough to be com-
pared with five-star restaurants. The
restaurant business had become mature
enough to be differentiated and segment-
ed not simply by cuisine, but also by price
and experience and therefore by clientele.
These high-end restaurants targeted the
nouveau riche, a clientele that may not
have known much about food but wanted
beautiful places and food that came close
to, if not matched, international standards.

But here restaurateurs faced a problem,
as there was a huge gap between what was
required and what was available in terms
of talent. Family-run restaurants had
never attracted trained professionals
before, and students from hotel manage-
ment institutes steered clear of such
establishments as only hotels offered them
reasonable salaries and an opportunity for
career growth. When restaurants did find
local talent, they discovered a second
problem: their clients who were just about
getting used to the new cuisines weren’t

willing to accept Indian chefs.
Restaurateur AD Singh, whose Olive

Restaurant and Bar was one of the first of
the new wave of restaurants, says that at
the time they opened, “Mediterranean was
somewhat unknown. The consumer per-
ception of an Indian chef doing western
food was not really accepted.” It became
easier to import talent, especially since
stand-alone restaurants could afford to
pay their expats substantial salaries.
While chefs Evan Gwynne followed by
Massimiliano Orlati took over Olive,
Chinese restaurants like Royal China were
being manned by Chinese chefs.

But it was not just fine-dining restau-
rants that required expat chefs to ensure
that quality standards were maintained
and come up with new menus. At Little
Italy, Dario Dezio replaced Autunno and
helped them expand their menu while at
Casa Mia it’s up to Perrone to watch quali-
ty. Though the Casa Mia kitchen staff has
been trained by an Italian chef, Perrone is
the only Italian and he makes sure that the
food is good enough for him to be proud to
bring another Italian to his restaurant.
Perrone may not have an industry back-
ground, but growing up on a farm where
they produced their own olive oil and ate
traditional food gives him a strong enough
connection with the cuisine.

NEW FLAVOURS
Nitin Tandon, who runs Lemongrass Café
at Bandra, provides an example of why
having an expat rooted in the cuisine is
important. One of the dishes on his menu
is the Indonesian dish nasi goreng, the
preparation of which requires the condi-
ment kecap manis. An Indonesian guest
noticed its absence and pointed it out to
Tandon, who in turn queried his chef. The
chef, an Indian, being unfamiliar with
Indonesian food, had stopped adding the
kecap as he believed that it didn’t affect
the flavour. Which is why Autunno, who
makes everything in-house at Don
Giovanni, is at the restaurant every day
checking up on everything from the bread
to the desserts.

While culinary knowledge and skills
have been their most important assets,
they haven’t been the only contribution of
expat professionals. What they’ve also
introduced are new concepts and ways of
running restaurants. Zenzi, for instance,
which is partly owned by Dutch partners,
boldly threw an unheard of work-in-
progress party even before the restaurant
was completely ready. Helmed by general
manager Matan Schbraq and Mumbai’s
first Nobu-trained chef Shahaf Shabtay,
Zenzi also introduced Mumbai to contem-
porary Asian food and the idea of a sophis-
ticated but casual lounge bar. What they
also brought was a spirit of daring and
adventure as Emiliano Collazo, the cur-
rent general manager of Zenzi and Zenzi
Mills, explains, “We hold art exhibitions
every month and some of them push the
boundaries. Recently we held a photogra-
phy exhibition of an artist who had spent
time shooting prostitutes in Laos. It was a
tricky thing to do as it could have offended
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WE EAT AND DRINK WITH OUR GUESTS AND GO TO
EXHIBITIONS TOGETHER. SOMETIMES WE PARTY TOGETHER

— EMILIANO COLLAZO, Zenzi and Zenzi Mills

THE NOTION OF AN
INDIAN CHEF DOING

WESTERN FOOD WAS
NOT ACCEPTED

— AD Singh of Olive
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people. But since the message had a lot of
integrity we decided to go ahead.”

Zenzi Mills was also the first to intro-
duce the idea of a ‘crush bar’ to India.
Collazo explains that while all of us have
clear notions of public and private space,
these distances get broken down when
there is no choice. So just as you’re will-
ing to accept someone’s armpit in your
nose in a packed train, in a bar where
everyone has no space, private groups
dissolve and the entire bar turns into one
party. The idea based on the party bars of
Amsterdam which are essentially places
that people won’t enter until they’re
packed and buzzing wasn’t received too
well at first. “Initially people were uncom-
fortable but they kept coming back.”

BRIDGING THE GAP
Amore may not have been the first gelato
chain in India, but it is one of the few
businesses that stresses on corporate
responsibility. It has tied up with
Navdanya for organic ingredients, Under
the Mango Tree for fair trade honey and
uses eco-friendly cups, spoons, tissues
etc.

Collazo points to two other interlinked
roles that expats play on the scene.
Firstly he points out that in most Indian
restaurants, the staff and guests come
from two different classes. As a result, it’s
not a relationship between equals. With
expats however it is, because, “We eat
and drink together with our guests and

go to exhibitions together. Sometimes we
party together, not just at our restaurant
but at other restaurants as well.”

But expats can also act as a bridge
between restaurant owners and their
guests. The gap here is not between lev-
els of wealth but between outlooks says
Collazo. Many businessmen invest in the
restaurant business because it’s consid-
ered to be glamorous, but not all
investors come from the same back-
ground as their patrons. “Often there’s a
gap between the mindset of the cus-
tomers and owners,” finds Collazo, which
the owners can’t overcome since they
don’t have a hospitality background.

Tandon also believes that expats are
slowly influencing back-end restaurant
operations through the introduction of
new technologies. One area where their
presence has drastically changed the way
we eat has been in the area of baking and
patisserie. The surreptitious adoption of
cost- and time-saving cake and bread
mixes has resulted in a uniformity of
tastes and textures even among compet-
ing products. “Today all the bakery prod-
ucts that we eat are of a very consistent
quality comparable with those from
Europe, but they all taste very unnatural
and engineered,” maintains Tandon who
also runs a large pastry business.

The number of expats in the restau-
rant business is as yet miniscule.
Nonetheless, some like Autunno, whose
high standards and pioneering work justi-
fiably make him the father of stand-alone
Italian restaurants in Mumbai, have left
an indelible mark. But as the number of
restaurants continues to grow, expats
may have a more significant influence.

brunchletters@hindustantimes.com
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THE GOAN CONNECTION
The one region with an abundance of expat-run restaurants is Goa. The surrogate home of a multitude of foreigners, the state
offers an astounding range of eateries – some of which can easily compare with Delhi and Mumbai’s hautest spots.

BOMRAS in Candolim offers
modernised and refined
Burmese. Run by chef Bawm-
ra Jap, it is considered by
some to be the best Burmese
restaurant in the world!

Maria Perez and Christian
Perrot’s restaurant and hotel KU
in Morjim is considered one of
the most beautiful spots in Goa.
The gourmet Asian and
Mediterranean menu includes
Thai summer rolls, Vietnamese
pho bo soup, Thai tom yam soup
and Andalousian veloute.
Set along Baga Creek is LILA
CAFÉ – owned and run by Elisa-
beth Saal, who has lived in Goa
for over 20 years. Famous for its
breakfasts, brunches and
pumpernickel, whole wheat and
German breads, everything here
is natural and homemade.

I CAME TO
INDIA WITH
THE
INTENTION
OF DOING
SOCIAL WORK
— YASSER ALI,
Amore gelato

Then there’s LA
FENICE in
Calangute,with a
patchwork of mul-
ti-levelled terraces.
Run by an Italian
chef. Great for
carpaccio and
caprese under
starlight. Along the
Baga Road, you’ll
find LE RESTAURANT
FRANCIAS run
by a trio of French
owners and
serving classic
French cuisine.

La Fenice’s menu includes
this prawn starterA Burmese spread at Bomra’s

PHOTO: SATTISH BATE
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WARTHY MEN, their mundus (dhotis) hitched up
in the sort of sartorial horror peculiar to Kerala,
wait by the seashore in the pouring rain. Next to
them the Arabian Sea snarls and froths like the
hellfires in Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner. Suddenly,
the little posse of people surge forward as their MP
and political supernova Shashi Tharoor alights

from his Honda Accord.
The angry wind whips his perfectly coiffed hair back and ruf-

fles his crisp kurta and mundu, tugging at his orange and green
angavastram. Standing on that bleak shore, I thought I had
stepped into a Malayalam remake of Chariots of Fire as Tharoor
began his slow motion entrance towards the crowd. The violent
sea has washed away parts of the stone dykes and this is why he
is here, to assure his constituents that he is their all-weather rep-
resentative.

Nimbly leaping to the precipice of the dyke, Shashi of the Seas
stands overlooking the devastation, very much the Malayali
Marianne on the prow of the ship of state. The people crowd
around him, telling him to help stave off the angry tide. He listens
sympathetically, hopping from the local temple to the mosque.
“Can’t leave out any place of worship,” he says. Nearby Basheer,
the Jamaat treasurer, shows me a weatherworn foundation stone
laid by Rajiv Gandhi for a bridge to have been built across the
lagoon connecting this village to the mainland. “Our children can-
not go to school, our women die in childbirth without a bridge.
Their souls wander this accursed shore,” he says. Suddenly over-
whelmed by his own eloquence, he tells me, “Rajiv’s soul will
hover over this beach unless the bridge is built.”
In the car, Tharoor, still bandbox fresh despite the buffeting

wind and sea spray, says, “I am doing whatever I can, but my
access to resources is limited. And one can never do things in a
hurry given how our system has got used to this slow pace of
functioning.”

Controversy has followed Tharoor in his political avatar as
relentlessly as the Furies in a Greek tragedy. He got off the

block to a flying start only to encounter several hurdles thanks to
his tweets on various issues ranging from travelling cattle class to
improving the work ethic. Many of these were seen as an insult to
the party that elevated him to high office. The final obstacle was
his ill-fated involvement in the Indian Premier League bidding.

It did not help him that he had many detractors in the political
establishment, resentful of the fact that he had got things on a
platter – the coveted Thiruvananthapuram seat, and the even
more sought after external affairs portfolio. A Congressman who
did not want to be named said, “It was unfair that not only did he
sail into the ministry of external affairs while we have been work-
ing relentlessly for the party for years, but also that he took the
whole thing so casually.”

Many supporters are bewildered over why he seemingly threw
it all away by putting his foot wrong all too often. Said a well-
wisher, “The next stop was a full-fledged ministership; he should
have known when to maintain a discreet silence.” It is no secret
that both the Prime Minister and Congress president had noth-

ing but goodwill for Tharoor whom they considered an asset to
the external affairs set-up. And indeed, he was a great favourite
with the diplomatic circle. On his foreign trips, he was able to
deal with leaders with the polished ease he picked up from his
UN days, something that did not go unnoticed by his ministry
bosses.

Tharoor’s breezy, informal style seemed to go against the grain
in a political set-up known for its elaborate deceptions. But he
seems to have learnt from experience. Today, he will not say one
word about the past, will make no attempt to set at rest the spec-
ulation that whirls around him. He makes it crystal clear that he
will not go there again. His cousin Sharad tells me that Tharoor
spends at least 10 days a month in his constituency trying to
engage with the people and problems of this sleepy town. And
yes, he tweets but only on innocuous daily events.

Away from the razzmatazz of the Indian Premier League and
the social whirl of Delhi, post his ministership, Shashi

Tharoor seems to be back in touch with his Malayali roots. He
thinks that the Malayali is smart enough to see that he was a vic-
tim of the Byzantine politics that rule both the IPL and the politi-
cal establishment. Here in Thiruvananthapuram, the seat of the
former Travancore kings, this former diplomat from Palakkad
seems determined to reinvent himself. “Of course, I know that
people are still sceptical of how well I will be able to handle the
change from the salons of the UN to the sands of
Thiruvananthapuram, but I see no contradiction in this,” he says.

He drops by a fish market. The staunch vegetarian shows no
discomfort when several fisherwomen, some holding silver mack-
erel, burst upon his elegant personage in an iridescent explosion of
scales and complaints. “We sit here in the searing sun and scorch-
ing rain with no shelter. Tell him to do something for us,” they tell
me. I take copious notes if only to comfort them. Tharoor immedi-
ately tells them that if it’s a shelter they want, shelter it will be
from his MP funds. “Let’s see, we’ll believe it when we see it,” says
Selena from behind a mound of spindly prawns. As he leaves this
malodorous market, a thunderstorm breaks. The swollen rain-
drops leave the rest of us bedraggled and wrecked. Not so
Tharoor, who shakes off the damage and smoothly glides on.

Does he miss the adulation and power of ministership? “I cer-
tainly miss the sort of work I was doing, but being an MP

means I have to deal with so many different things. I was able to
use my skills from a previous life in the UN. But I feel that I can
make so much difference to the lives of these people if I can func-
tion the way I want to.” We are now motoring down a smooth as
silk road, a rarity in Kerala, which Tharoor has helped to build
with funds he got cleared from the Centre.

Now and again, he whispers fondly into the phone. I cannot
help but ask about the reported object of his affections. He will
not comment on his personal life, he says, citing the fact that he
was scalded by it earlier. But, from all accounts, despite the som-
nolent grapevine in Thiruvananthapuram, the Palakkad pin-up
boy’s heart has been lost to the much-covered Sunanda Pushkar.
However, his aides are emphatic that his itinerary is open to all
the world to see that he will be nowhere near Bangalore this
month, where according to some press reports, he is to marry the
winsome Ms Pushkar.

He will be away in Hong Kong to celebrate the 26th birthday of
his twins, Kanishk and Ishaan, apart from attending a host of
other engagements. He seems resigned to the fact that there will
always be media interest in his extracurricular activities but will
not confirm or deny any speculation.

The next day, he is more in his element at the Taj where he
releases a book, Shabdatharapadham, by Oscar winner Resul
Pookutty. Eulogising Tharoor as one of the great supporters of
Slumdog Millionaire, Pookutty drones on about his life story. I sit
at the back of the hall sipping a coma-inducing squash, listening
to Pookutty’s broad Malayalam-accented account of his journey
to the ‘Auskaar’ awards. Tharoor breaks out in an alphabet soup
of Malayalam, his cut glass accent never far from the surface.
“People likes it,” says Pookutty of his book, reminding me of
Javed Jaffrey in Salaam Namaste.
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